INTRODUCTION
The UK Open University (OU) is a distance learning institution offering courses in 12 subject areas from pre-degree or 'openings' to PhD level. It is the UK's largest university with approximately 200,000 students, of which 30,000 are studying postgraduate courses i .
The Open University's Business School (OUBS) opened in 1983 and is now the largest business school in Europe with over 30,000 students in the UK and in 30 other countries. It is in the top 1% of business schools worldwide for teaching quality having been accredited by the three main management education associations (AACSB, EQUIS and AMBA) ii .
The OUBS offers an MBA intended for students studying part-time who are already in a The Open University Library (OUL) based at the Milton Keynes campus provides both a traditional print resource-based university library service to support the teaching and research needs of academics and research students based on campus and an online library service to support its student and associate faculty at a distance. Learning & Teaching teams in the OUL work closely with academic course teams in the various OU Faculties to advise on the integration of eresources and information literacy into the curriculum. The teams also staff the Library Helpdesk and develop the print and online subject collections.
PROJECT BACKGROUND
In 2004 the OUBS Alumni Officer approached the Business, Law and Technology (BLT) team in the OUL to discuss the feasibility of the library offering access to online resources for MBA alumni. This approach was triggered by repeated enquiries from the 17,000 strong MBA alumni body who wished to have continued access to online resources relevant to their work and professional development after graduation.
Up until this point there had been no online access for any Open University alumnus due to licensing restrictions. The OUL had however recently initiated a service for local alumni iii to allow them to borrow print materials from the Milton Keynes campus library in person.
An initial benchmarking exercise determined that other HE business school libraries offered little or no online library resource access to alumni with a few notable exceptions (see section below). The fact that some institutions had succeeded in arranging limited but nevertheless worthwhile access to resources for their alumni spurred the BLT team to propose offering a similar service for the MBA alumni.
It was agreed that the service would be called MyPAL (My Personalised Alumnus Library). It would be marketed as a pilot project with no access charge to the alumnus end-user for one year. A £5000 fund for resource acquisition would be established for the trial period, financed on a 50:50 basis from the OUBS Alumni budget and the central OUL database budget. The service would then be reviewed towards the end of the first year and a decision then made whether or not to make it a permanent and essential part of the OUBS MBA alumni experience.
LITERATURE REVIEW
A search of the literature revealed that little has been published in the UK about the provision of electronic services to alumni, apart from articles describing the experiences of the London School of Economics (LSE). Due to the intrinsic nature of the Open University, very few alumni would be able to physically access the library building in Milton Keynes (walk-in access is the most common form of provision) and the project team were therefore especially interested in other institutions' experiences of establishing electronic provision to alumni.
One important theme addressed in the literature was why such a service should be offered at all. Jean Sykes, Librarian at LSE comments that:
....librarians may be missing a trick by not spending more effort on promoting and developing their alumni service (Sykes, 2002: 50) .
The main benefits of offering such service as highlighted by US authors are the opportunities for the library to gain support from alumni (Albanese, 2002) and keep them involved with the university community and possibly lead to them becoming donors (Helfer, 2002) . This view is also held by Sykes in the UK. Alumni benefit from a targeted library service and the university may benefit from their continued contribution to the community, which may be financial (Sykes, 2002) .
But how many libraries are actually offering remote access to resources to alumni users? A recent US study by Wells found that only 18% of the 102 business schools surveyed were doing so (Wells, 2006) . This corresponds to our own experiences of UK HE provision to business alumni outlined in the next section.
In July 2000, the issue of providing alumni with free remote access to electronic resources was much debated on the Yale University-sponsored Liblicense-L list-serve and the interesting arguments for and against are summarised by Anthony Ferguson. Ferguson himself is against free access from a financial point of view, as provision could divert resources from current to past students. Instead he advocates helping alumni groups take advantage of the number of freely available resources on the internet by linking to them from 'information resources homepages', although the alumni would do the necessary work themselves (Ferguson, 2000) .
One potential barrier highlighted by Sykes in terms of licences for electronic resources is the difficulty in determining how alumni use information found via the library website. For example, is it for educational or business purposes? Most licences stipulate that resources must only be used for educational purposes (Sykes, 2002) .
Unfortunately, even when license issues have been resolved, alumni expectations of what will be made available to them electronically can be difficult to manage. As Dudman points out, 'Some people do get disappointed, particularly the more recent alumni' (Dudman, 2005) .
Finally, an especially relevant alumni survey for the OUL project was the one undertaken by the Baker Library at the Harvard Business School. The results highlighted that alumni needs were very different from those of MBA students. 'Alumni expressed a need for filtered and distilled information, delivered in brief, timely, and concise capsules' (Helfer, 2002) .
OTHER UK HEI ALUMNI LIBRARY SERVICES
Desktop research was undertaken of the websites of the HE members of the British Business School Librarians Group (BBSLG) iv to identify:
• Those UK Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) offering a library service for alumni.
• Those HEIs offering online access to resources off-campus for alumni and details of those resources in order to inform our own content procurement.
• Details of any membership or 'pay-as-you-go' charges to alumni for the privilege of using the service.
• The 'best' library alumni service in terms of resources and services offered (to act as a benchmark for this project).
The results of the research can be found in Table 1 . This was not an exhaustive undertaking and data on alumni services was unavailable from some HEI websites as it was often located in password-protected areas.
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The main findings were that the vast majority of institutions surveyed offered their alumni some kind of borrower access with an average issue allowance across all institutions of 6 items and an average loan period of 3 weeks. For some institutions this was provided as a free service, for others a charge of between £30 and £135 was levied for the privilege. In terms of added-value services, at least 38% of the institutions offered their alumni a document delivery service and a handful offering access to a mediated search / information brokerage service.
Approximately 28% of the 94 institutions surveyed had managed to set-up on-campus access to online resources for their alumni and only 10% (including the OU) had set-up off-campus access. What was particularly noteworthy of the latter group was that the majority appeared not to charge their alumni for the privilege of using their library's print or online collections.
This raises interesting questions generally about institutional (and library) attitudes towards their alumni and their respective ability and flexibility to resource library access for their alumni.
From the select 10% group, the London Business School Library offering was selected as the benchmark online alumni library service for the OU due to its impressive range of resources and services accessible to its alumni remotely via the LBS Portal (a corporate extranet). Of the approximately fifteen suppliers approached one said alumni access was 'strictly forbidden'; another that there was no current access, but the matter would be considered and one that only walk-in access was available. Concerns about the possible impact on revenue were specified by some suppliers as being the reason they could not offer alumni access.
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CONTENT PROCUREMENT
With a total budget of £5,000 for the pilot, inevitably the prices quoted for some resources were too expensive. The remaining suppliers either did not reply or were willing to negotiate over making a particular database accessible to alumni. In the case of one electronic book database, it was discovered that the OUL's original agreement with the supplier meant that the electronic books had been purchased outright. The OUL could therefore treat them as print material and make them available to whoever it wanted, subject to resolving any authentication issues.
The final list of products selected for the pilot year was:
• ABI Trade & Industry
• NetLibrary (c. 2000 titles across all discplines)
• Xreferplus (100 general reference titles) 
SYSTEMS & AUTHENTICATION
Authentication
The project team wanted to preserve the general OUL authentication ethos of simplification and try to use any existing alumni authentication linked to their normal Open University logins wherever possible rather than maintain a long list of individual usernames and passwords.
The preferred solution was to replicate the Library's success with conventional user groups in using EZproxy software x to offer IP authentication for off-campus access to OUL electronic resources. Fortunately, it was discovered that the Library already had a spare EZproxy license which could be used for this purpose.
However, it did take a process of trial and error to ultimately get the system up and running with the various products subscribed to on behalf of the alumni and it is worth listing the challenges the team encountered here for the benefit of other libraries interested in enhancing their alumni offering:
1. IP address of the alumni EZproxy server needs to be outside the normal campus IP range -this might seem an obvious point but the team had to spend some time liaising with the university's network administrators for a solution to this problem as they have been increasingly concerned about reducing the opportunities for the network to be accessed by unauthorised users and hackers. In the end the team were able to use an IP address that was being used in another network for an external OU collaboration.
2. Two library accounts are required with suppliers -once the IP address issue had been solved it was realised that the team needed to ask those alumni suppliers who also supplied the OUL with databases for conventional OU user groups to create a new OU alumni account so that the alumni EZproxy server IP address could be registered in their system and 'ring-fence' alumni subscriptions. Otherwise, a database bought specifically for alumni would appear amongst the list of databases offered to conventional users. One additional benefit from doing this is that the alumni account can be customised differently from the conventional account and tailored to the needs of the alumni without affecting other users.
3. Referring URL authentication did not work with the MyOpenLibrary setup. 5. The University's authentication system only had one alumni user category which was created especially for the Business School and that there was no actual definition of what alumnus meant in the OU context. This was fortuitous for the purposes of the trial but would obviously need to be addressed if this service was to be offered to all OU alumni in the future.
6. Not every OUBS alumnus would have a university username and password as they graduated before the latest system was implemented and many would not be active users of the Alumni website. Eventually, the OUL IT manager was able to obtain a data file of registered OUBS alumni usernames and upload them into the MyPAL system, with periodic updates. Later during the trial, he was able to create a real-time view of who had access to the system to help the Library Helpdesk answer access problem queries.
Content
In terms of getting resource data into the MyLibrary software, it was hoped that some kind of automated feed could be created from the OUL Library Management System, Voyager (from the Ex Libris Group xi ). This proved beyond the scope of the project as the MARC fields that could be used for this purpose were not indexed.
It proved simpler to create a PHP script that uploaded journal holdings files from database providers in CSV format and also create ad-hoc export files from Voyager for materials such as ebooks that had already been catalogued. Other resources like websites either had to be first added to the OUL's ROUTES xii system of course-approved freely available websites which was then linked to from MyPAL or entered manually in the MyPAL administration interface. See Ramsden and O'Sullivan (1999) for a description of the original ROUTES project.
PROMOTION AND SUPPORT
In addition to adding a link and description to the secure Members Area of the OUBS Alumni website, the BLT team worked closely with the OUBS Alumni Manager throughout the project.
Securing her support was vital to the success of the trial and she was able to use her monthly alumni email newsletter to promote the service. In addition, a presentation was made to the Alumni Board. This led to the creation of a simple web-based survey to inform the future of the project -investigating the future information needs of alumni and their expectations around reasonable charges for the service.
Promotion was down played during the pilot year as there were concerns about raising expectations too soon about what to expect content-wise from the pilot project, given the actual budget. Feedback received (see section below) supports that caution. It was apparent, for example, just from the discussion at the Alumni Board that some alumni expected equivalent access to OU students as a matter of course and also to materials that they never had access to previously from the OUL such as corporate finance textbooks. This was probably because they, not unreasonably, equated an online library model with a print library model -once something is bought in print it is usually available to all users without restriction until it is withdrawn. 
EVALUATION
A first detailed look at usage stats in February 2006 showed that 5% of OUBS alumni had accessed the service (c.800 alumni out of 16,000 in the system). By the end of July, this figure had risen slightly to 6% of the total possible MBA alumni body. Due to the relative size of the OU population, this was still felt to be a sufficiently large number of alumni in real terms (1000) to warrant exploring extending the pilot service for another year.
The top ten resources across the MyPAL collection (in terms of hits) were as follows: Alumni email newsletter. 330 responses were obtained which was gauged to be a rough response rate of 33% based on the number of actual alumni who had been using the service.
[Although 52% said in the survey that they had not used it]
In terms of charging, 35% of respondents were not prepared to pay anything for an online Alumni library and 37% were prepared to pay up to £25/annum for it. Another way of interpreting the figures is that 61% of respondents were prepared to pay something for such a service.
As a guide for future purchases of resources, 71% of respondents ranked 'World class academic journals aimed at practitioners' as a high priority for the service with 'World class academic journals showcasing the latest research' and 'World class business news titles' next in order of priority with 55% and 51% respectively. 'Industry/market reports' were ranked as high priority by 47% of respondents and 'Company information' by 40%. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, newspapers were rated as low priority by 66% of respondents. But when this is put alongside the low ranking given to 'Electronic books -fiction/general interest' (85% of respondents), it may be inferred that alumni felt this should be more of a practitioner library resource rather than an all-purpose/general library resource.
Another question listed a set of extra services that might be added to MyPAL in the future: document delivery; postal book loans; helpdesk; mediated searching; blog space; reference management software; RSS feed viewer or other category. Of these, there was no overwhelmingly high priority service identified with all bar 'blog space' and 'other' getting a 40% medium priority ranking.
FUTURE OF THE SERVICE
In July 2006 (the end of the OU financial year), the future of MyPAL was discussed with the relevant stakeholders in OUBS, with particular regard to how it could be funded going forward. It was felt that the OUL could not continue to fund an extension of the pilot service from existing budgets as this would deflect resources away from core user groups and key strategic priorities. Nor, on the basis of the survey results, was it felt that there was any justification for implementing a user-charging system of funding. However, it was possible for the service to continue if OUBS were prepared to pay 100% of the staff and resource costs. A cost breakdown was duly prepared and after much negotiation at a senior level OUBS agreed to fund the service for another year.
The summer vacation period allowed time for new content negotiation with various journal publishers to try and secure access to the practitioner journals identified as priority in the user survey and also the removal of little-used content (trade publications and reference ebooks).
An unexpected bonus came from OECD who confirmed that OU alumni were authorised to access the OUL's existing SourceOECD subscription at no extra charge. The service was duly relaunched in late 2006 via the OUBS Alumni email newsletter with details of the new and updated content.
The intention is that the annual Library budget planning process undertaken with OUBS (along with all the other OU Faculties) will provide the mechanism to ensure that the costs of running MyPAL are met on an ongoing basis and that the service becomes truly embedded in the Library's budget and operational plan.
CONCLUSIONS
In terms of the lessons learned from the experience of setting-up an online library service for alumni that can be shared with other HE libraries, these can be summarised as follows:
1. Examine every existing license agreement to determine whether or not alumni access is already allowed under the terms of the agreement. This may reveal some unexpected (pleasant) surprises.
2. Consider a proxy server solution for remote authentication -this is a simple yet powerful alternative to ATHENS.
3. Consider 'piggybacking' online alumni service development on top of another webrelated project to reduce software development costs.
By all means survey your alumni about what their specific information needs are but
do not expect conclusive answers.
With increased competition in the part-time distance-learning market, the time is right for the Open University to sharpen its relationship with its thousands of alumni, as not only are they an important source of new students in their own right but their views in terms of 'word of mouth' have been found to be a key deciding factor in new students' decisions in whether or not to study with the university. An alumni library service is therefore one of many means of preserving the valuable lifelong link between OU MBA student and their alma mater.
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